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Who Gives? A Literature Review of Predictors of Charitable Giving  
I – Religion, Education, Age, and Socialization 
 
 
Abstract  
This is the first of two articles in which we present a comprehensive review of the 
multi-disciplinary academic literature on philanthropy, identifying the predictors of charitable 
giving. For each predictor, we discuss the evidence for the mechanisms that may explain why 
the predictor is correlated with giving. We conclude with a brief agenda for future research. In 
this first article we present the evidence on the relationship of giving with religion, education, 
age, and socialization. 
 
Keywords: charitable giving; philanthropy; donations; methodology; religion; age; education; 
socialization 
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Introduction 
The academic literature on charitable giving is enormous. On Google Scholar, the 
keyword ‘charitable giving’ yields more than 163,000 results. Moreover, the literature is 
spread over many different disciplines including economics, sociology, and (social) 
psychology. As a result, it is difficult for scholars and practitioners to get an overview of the 
literature. The present article is the second journal article resulting from a comprehensive 
project reviewing the literature on charitable giving (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2007) that we 
conducted as a background study for the Science of Generosity at the University of Notre 
Dame, a funding scheme sponsored by the John Templeton Foundation. In line with most of 
the literature, we define charitable giving as the voluntary donation of money to an 
organisation benefiting others beyond one’s own family.  
In the first article (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2010b) we categorized and described the 
eight major mechanisms that drive charitable giving, addressing the question ‘Why do people 
give?’. The mechanisms are (1) awareness of need; (2) solicitation; (3) costs and benefits; (4) 
altruism; (5) reputation; (6) psychological benefits; (7) values; (8) efficacy. In the present and 
following second article which will appear in a future issue of Voluntary Sector Review, we 
aim to guide scholars as well as practitioners in the third sector through the available 
knowledge on individual and household characteristics as predictors of charitable giving. We 
address the question ‘Who gives?’ In this first part, we present the evidence on religion, age, 
education, and socialization practices as correlates of charitable giving. In the second part we 
discuss the evidence on gender, marital status, income and wealth. For the sake of brevity we 
omit discussion of variables that have been studied less frequently, such as voluntary 
association participation, occupational prestige, political preference and health, instead 
referring the reader to the original literature review. 
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Why would it be important to know who gives to charitable causes? Obviously, the 
answer is of great practical importance for organisations that rely on fundraising to generate 
income. Charitable donations form a substantial portion of income for many non-profit 
organisations across the world (Anheier & Salamon, 2006). Knowing which characteristics of 
individuals and households are predictive of donations informs rational decisions on 
fundraising strategies.  
For scholars, charitable giving is a fascinating form of human behaviour because it 
presents challenges for several theoretical perspectives. Questions about altruism and 
generosity go back to the founding fathers of economics and sociology such as Adam Smith 
(1976 [1759]) and Auguste Comte (1973 [1851]). Empirical research on who gives is useful 
for testing theories on charitable giving. Stated generally, hypotheses about the relationship 
between charitable giving and characteristics of individuals and households imply arguments 
about the relationship between these characteristics and the mechanisms that drive charitable 
giving. 
In a multiple regression framework the mechanisms that drive charitable giving can be 
viewed as intermediary variables. They may mediate the relationship between individual or 
household characteristics and charitable giving, explaining why some people give more than 
others. We advocate such an approach in research on charitable giving. Many articles present 
regression analyses of amounts donated on a set of ‘standard predictors’. But without explicit 
arguments about the pathways linking individual and household characteristics to charitable 
giving, even the most sophisticated econometric analyses remain superficial ‘variable 
sociology’ (Esser, 1996; Goldthorpe, 2001). Therefore we do not merely summarize the 
evidence on relationships between charitable giving and individual and household 
characteristics, but also discuss the mechanisms that may explain why these relationships 
exist. 
 4
While we present various mechanisms as mediating variables, we acknowledge the 
possibility that the mechanisms precede the individual or household characteristics in a 
multiple regression framework. For instance, values may determine the level of church 
attendance, and altruism plays a role in maintenance of relationships. For matters of 
simplicity, we do not discuss these relations in this article and instead focus on the 
mechanisms as mediators between household or individual characteristics and giving. 
Nevertheless, we remind the reader that arguments about causality are very difficult if not 
impossible to substantiate using cross-sectional data. 
 
Methods 
The present article and its twin sister are based on an extensive literature search using 
fairly narrow criteria through seven types of sources, which eventually yielded a set of about 
550 publications. We restricted our review to publications in English of empirical research on 
charitable giving by adults included in academic databases. We refer to our first article based 
on the review (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2010b) for a full description of the sources and criteria 
used. Quite a few of the papers that were still work in progress when we completed our 
literature search in August 2007 have subsequently been published in academic journals;. here 
we refer to the published versions of those papers. 
For the purposes of this overview article it was not possible to provide extensive and 
comparative details on the data and methods used in the studies that find results that are 
consistent with the overall picture emerging from these studies. However, we will discuss 
data and methodology issues when the findings of a study diverge from those in other studies 
that examined the same variables. 
Throughout the article we distinguish engagement in charitable giving (whether or not 
a donation is made, sometimes called ‘participation’) from the amount donated (sometimes 
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called the ‘level of giving’) when the conclusions for these two different variables diverge. 
When the conclusions are similar for associations with participation in giving and levels of 
giving we simply refer to ‘higher/lower giving’.  
 
Results 
The characteristics which emerge from our literature review as typical for donors are 
affiliation with a religion (especially Judaism and Protestantism), stronger religious 
involvement, a higher age, a higher level of education, income and wealth, home ownership, a 
better subjective financial position, being married, having children, having a paid job, higher 
cognitive ability, having prosocial personality characteristics such as empathy, and growing 
up with parents with higher education, income, religiosity, and volunteering activity. The 
evidence on town size, gender, race, and political preferences is mixed. In this article we will 
discuss the relationship of giving with religion, age, education and socialization. 
 
1. Religion 
Religion has received ample attention not only in philanthropic studies (Hodgkinson & 
Weitzman, 1996), but also in the sociology of religion (e.g., Wuthnow (1991); the December 
1994 volume of the Review of Religious Research). Under the generic label ‘religion’ several 
more specific characteristics should be distinguished, four of which have been studied most 
frequently: (1) religious affiliation or church membership, i.e. whether one is a member of a 
religious group or church; (2) religious attendance involvement or participation, i.e. to what 
extent one participates in a religious group; (3) religious preference or denomination, i.e. to 
which religious group one belongs; (4) religious belief, i.e. the content of ones religious 
views.  
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Church membership and attendance. Positive relationships between church 
membership, the frequency of church attendance and giving appear in almost all articles in 
which this relation has been studied (Bekkers, 2003; Bekkers & Schuyt, 2008; Bennett & 
Kottasz, 2000; Bielefeld, Rooney, & Steinberg, 2005; Brooks, 2003b, 2003c, 2004; E. Brown 
& Ferris, 2007; Bryant, Slaughter, Kang, & Tax, 2003; Chang, 2005; Chaves, 2002; Davidson 
& Pyle, 1994; Eckel & Grossman, 2003; Eschholz & Van Slyke, 2002; Feldman, 2007; 
Forbes & Zampelli, 1997; Hoge & Yang, 1994; Hunter, Jones, & Boger, 1999; Jackson, 
Bachmeier, Wood, & Craft, 1995; Lee & Farrell, 2003; Lunn, Klay, & Douglass, 2001; Lyons 
& Nivison-Smith, 2006; Lyons & Passey, 2005; Olson & Caddell, 1994; Park & Park, 2004; 
Reed & Selbee, 2001, 2002; Regnerus, Smith, & Sikkink, 1998; Schiff, 1990; Schlegelmilch, 
Diamantopoulos, & Love, 1997; Sokolowski, 1996; Sullivan, 1985; Tiehen, 2001; Van Slyke 
& Brooks, 2005; Zaleski & Zech, 1992, 1994). Church members are more likely to report 
engagement in charitable giving and report higher donations. More frequent church 
attendance is also associated with higher levels of engagement in charitable giving and higher 
amounts donated. 
Specific types of giving. The finding that church membership and attendance is 
associated with more giving is hardly surprising. It may even be called tautological as 
membership, attendance and giving are all indicators of religious involvement. Therefore 
many studies have looked specifically at the relationships between religious involvement and 
giving to organisations other than the church itself, often referred to as ‘secular giving’. The 
common finding in these studies is that secular giving is also positively associated with 
religious affiliation and attendance (Bekkers & Schuyt, 2008; Bennett & Kottasz, 2000; 
Bielefeld, et al., 2005; Brooks, 2003b; E. Brown & Ferris, 2007; Eckel & Grossman, 2003; 
Lyons & Nivison-Smith, 2006).  
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However, there are also a few exceptions. One study among US Presbyterians found a 
negative relationship between religious attendance and secular giving (Lunn, et al., 2001). 
One study using data from the Centre on Philanthropy Panel Study (COPPS) found no 
relationship between religious affiliation and secular giving (Wilhelm, Brown, Rooney, & 
Steinberg, 2008). This study applied an extensive set of controls including concurrent parental 
giving, which indicates that the relationship between religious affiliation and secular giving 
might be spurious. Two studies from Australia report this finding at the high end of the 
distribution of religious involvement – i.e. attending church more than once a week (Lyons & 
Nivison-Smith, 2006; Lyons & Passey, 2005). Brooks (2004) found no relationship between 
self-identifying as Christian and secular philanthropy. In a later study the relationship 
between (more than) weekly church attendance and secular philanthropy was negative 
(Brooks, 2005), while rarely/never attending church was negatively related to both religious 
and secular philanthropy. A study of giving to human services found no relationship with 
religious affiliation (Marx, 2000). 
Another exception to the regularity of the finding that religious involvement is 
positively related to charitable giving comes from several experiments in which the 
participants had an opportunity to donate in a non-religious context (Bekkers, 2006c, 2007; 
Eckel & Grossman, 2004). One study, however, did find higher giving by religious 
participants (Eckel & Grossman, 2003). The fact that no statistically significant relationship 
between giving and religious involvement was found in three out of four experiments is 
informative about the mechanisms that mediate the relationship between religious 
involvement and giving, which we discuss later.  
Denomination. Several studies have looked at differences between religious groups or 
denominations. In these studies, Protestants are often found to give more than Catholics, at 
least in the US, Canada, and the Netherlands (Bekkers & Schuyt, 2008; Berger, 2006; Chaves, 
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2002; Forbes & Zampelli, 1997; Hoge & Yang, 1994; Reed & Selbee, 2001; Zaleski & Zech, 
1992, 1994). Studies that have used more refined categories of religious denominations find 
that more conservative Protestants give more than the more liberal groups of Protestants 
(Bekkers & Schuyt, 2008; Berger, 2006; Brooks, 2006). Only a few studies have considered 
donations by other religious groups. Hoge and Yang (2006) found that Jews donated higher 
amounts than Catholics and Protestants, but not as a proportion of income. In Canada, Jews 
are found to donate amounts similar to mainline protestants but lower proportions of income 
(Berger, 2006). In South Africa, Christians are more likely to engage in philanthropy than 
non-Christians or the non-religious (Everatt, Habib, Maharaj, & Nyar, 2005). 
Religious beliefs. Religious beliefs have only rarely been analyzed in relation to 
philanthropy. Davidson and Pyle (1994) find that more orthodox and stronger religious beliefs 
are positively related to religious contributions. They also find that this relationship is 
mediated by church attendance, which indicates that people with more orthodox religious 
beliefs give more to their church because they are more strongly involved in the religious 
community. Olson and Caddell (1994) and Bekkers and Schuyt (2008) find that salience of 
religion (agreement with the statement that religion is important in the respondent’s life) is 
positively related to religious giving mainly through church attendance. These results are in 
line with the finding by Davidson and Pyle (1994) because persons with more orthodox 
beliefs tend to find religion more important in their lives. A study among Presbyterians found 
that orthodox beliefs were negatively related to denominational contributions and donations to 
non-religious charities, but positively related to congregational and other giving, controlling 
for church attendance (Lunn, et al., 2001). Similar findings are reported in a national U.S. 
study (Brooks, 2004).  
Mechanisms. Why would there be differences in giving between religious 
denominations? And why do people who attend religious services more often donate higher 
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amounts? Which mechanisms may explain these differences? In figure 1 we have displayed 
the mechanisms that are emerging from the literature as explanations for the effects of 
religion on philanthropy. 1 
 
Figure 1. Mechanisms explaining the relationships between charitable giving and religious 
affiliation and attendance  
  Solicitation: requests   
     
Religious affiliation and 
attendance 
 Reputation: social 
rewards for donating  
 Religious giving 
     
  Values: prosocial 
values 
       Secular giving 
   -  
  Values: conservative 
religious beliefs  
  
 
All displayed relationships are positive unless noted otherwise 
 
The difference between results from survey research and experiments suggests a 
potential role for solicitation (the likelihood of being asked to donate), reputation (the social 
rewards of donating), and values (the ideals people would like to see realized through their 
donation). The experimental results suggest that the religious are not necessarily more willing 
to donate than the non-religious when asked to donate to pre-selected secular organisations. 
                                                 
1 We have omitted differences between religious denominations from this figure. For each denomination a 
separate variable would have to be included. This would make the figure very complex. 
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One key aspect of experiments is that solicitation is kept constant. All participants, whether 
religious or not, get the same opportunity to donate. Beyond these experimentally induced 
situations, however, religious persons receive more solicitations to contribute to charitable 
donations than non-religious persons (Bekkers, 2005b; Bekkers & Schuyt, 2008).  
Another difference between donating money to charity in the experiments (as 
conducted thus far) and donating money in ordinary situations is the possibility of obtaining 
social rewards for donations. In the experiments, donations were made privately, in the 
absence of others and they were not announced to others. It is well known that anonymity 
reduces donations (e.g., Hoffman, McCabe & Smith (1996); a more comprehensive list of 
studies is in our article describing the mechanisms (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2010b)). The lack 
of a relationship between religion and giving in experiments may thus indicate that the higher 
giving among the religious is due to a heightened sensitivity to reputation among the 
religious. As one interesting experiment showed, a failure to give has a more negative effect 
on the reputation of religious persons than on that of nonreligious persons (Bailey & Young, 
1986). 
Consistent with reputation as an explanatory mechanism, Berger (2006) finds that 
Protestants in Canada are giving more than Catholics and the non-religious because of the 
stronger social norms on giving that they face along with their higher level of church 
attendance. This finding is in line with the finding of a US study that ‘public profession of 
faith is more strongly related to religious contributions than private devotional activities’ 
(Davidson & Pyle, 1994). A survey study in the Netherlands found that the higher level of 
religious giving among Protestants there is due to a higher number of solicitations for 
contributions and a higher level of social pressure to conform to group standards (Bekkers & 
Schuyt, 2008). Brown and Ferris (2007) find that, controlling for social capital measures 
including membership of organisations and social trust, an initially positive relationship 
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between salience of religion and secular giving is actually reversed, to a significantly negative 
relationship.  
On the other hand, in a study comparing reported donations in a survey on giving with 
actual donations as registered by a secular Dutch health charity, Bekkers and Wiepking 
(Bekkers & Wiepking, 2010a) find that Protestants underreport their donations in the survey 
when compared with their actual registered donations. This indicates that Protestants – at least 
in the Netherlands – do not like to share information on their donation behaviour with others, 
as illustrated in the biblical quotation “do not let your left hand know what your right hand is 
doing” (Matthew 6:3). Hence, a reputation effect might not account for heightened giving by 
all religious in all countries. Bekkers and Wiepking explain the underreporting of the 
Protestants as a result of altruistic and religious values (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2010a). 
Thus, solicitation and reputation may not be the only two mechanisms involved in the 
relationship between religion and giving. Values also play a role. Decisions to attend church 
and to give to church are likely to be determined by a shared set of religious preferences, such 
as theological beliefs (Bekkers & Schuyt, 2008; Lunn, et al., 2001; Sullivan, 1985). The 
experiments failing to find a relationship between religion and giving gave participants the 
opportunity to donate to secular organisations. Churches were not included as potential 
recipient organisations. A preference to donate to churches and religious organisations may 
explain the lack of a relationship between religion and giving in experiments. At the same 
time, the religious have stronger prosocial values – such as social responsibility and altruistic 
values (Bekkers & Schuyt, 2008; Hardy & Carlo, 2005). One survey study of donations in the 
Netherlands showed that controlling for prosocial values reduces the relationship between 
religion and giving – especially to secular causes (Bekkers & Schuyt, 2008). 
Finally, differences in psychological benefits are likely to play a role in 
denominational differences in giving. Several survey studies suggest that differences in 
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solicitation methods may account for differences in level of religious giving between 
denominations. Protestant congregations more often use tithing and annual pledges, whereas 
Catholics mainly use the collection basket in church to collect donations (Hoge & Yang, 
1994; Zaleski & Zech, 1994; Zaleski, Zech, & Hoge, 1994). The annual pledge may be 
viewed as a fundraising application of the promise elicitation technique, creating 
psychological costs for breaking a promise (Cialdini, 2001).  
 
 
2. Education 
The level of education is the second ubiquitous correlate of charitable giving. Positive 
relations between the level of education and giving are found in most empirical studies that 
have included education as a variable (Apinunmahakul & Devlin, 2004; Banks & Tanner, 
1999; Bekkers, 2003, 2006b; Bekkers & De Graaf, 2006; Bielefeld, et al., 2005; Brooks, 
2003a, 2003b, 2004; Eleanor Brown, 2005; E. Brown & Ferris, 2007; E. Brown & Lankford, 
1992; Carroll, McCarthy, & Newman, 2006; Chang, 2005; Chua & Wong, 1999; Duncan, 
1999; Eschholz & Van Slyke, 2002; Feldman, 2007; Gruber, 2004; Houston, 2006; Jones & 
Posnett, 1991a; Kingma, 1989; Lyons & Nivison-Smith, 2006; Lyons & Passey, 2005; 
Matsunaga, 2006; McClelland & Kokoski, 1994; Mesch, Rooney, Steinberg, & Denton, 2006; 
Olson & Caddell, 1994; Pharoah & Tanner, 1997; Reece & Zieschang, 1985; Reed & Selbee, 
2002; Rooney, Steinberg, & Schervish, 2001; Schiff, 1990; Schlegelmilch, et al., 1997; 
Sokolowski, 1996; Tiehen, 2001; Todd & Lawson, 1999; Van Slyke & Brooks, 2005; 
Wiepking & Maas, 2009b; Wilhelm, et al., 2008; Yamauchi & Yokoyama, 2005; Yavas, 
Riecken, & Parameswaran, 1981). Higher levels of education are also associated with giving a 
higher proportion of income (Schervish & Havens, 1997). 
 13
Specific types of giving. While the relationship between education and total annual 
giving is usually found to be positive, the relationship of education with giving is by no 
means the same across charitable subsectors. In a study of donations to specific types of 
charitable organisations in Austria, education was positively related to donations to 
environment and animal protection, development aid, and human rights but negatively related 
to donations to health care and emergency aid (Srnka, Grohs, & Eckler, 2003). The negative 
relationship between education and giving to health also emerges from studies of donations to 
the American Lung Association (Keyt, Yavas, & Riecken, 2002) and the Dutch Heart 
Association (Bekkers, 2008). In the US, Knoke (1990) found a negative relationship between 
the level of education and annual donations to 35 professional societies, recreational 
organisations and women’s associations, controlling for income and occupational prestige. In 
two other studies from the US education did not correlate with the likelihood of giving to the 
poor (Regnerus, et al., 1998) and to human services (Marx, 2000). A field experiment with 
mail solicitations to fund a new centre for environmental policy analysis in the U.S. found no 
effect of education (List, 2004). 
Specific populations. Wu, Huang and Kao (2004) found no effect of education on the 
likelihood of giving in Taiwan, though the amount donated was positively related to 
education. Park and Park (2004) found no relationship between education and donations in 
Korea. Feldstein and Clotfelter (1976) find no difference between college graduates and those 
with lower education, controlling for wealth, income and tax price. Hoge and Yang (1994) 
find a positive relationship of education with religious contributions for Protestants, but not 
for Catholics. 
Model specification. Using data on the US from the 1994 Survey of Giving and 
Volunteering, Bryant et al. (2003) find no relationship between education and the likelihood 
of giving. The lack of a relationship between education and giving in this analysis may be due 
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to the inclusion of a squared education variable and a number of other variables. Tiehen 
(2001) did find a substantial relationship between years of education and amounts donated, 
using data from a larger number of US ‘Giving and Volunteering’ surveys. 
Using data from the 1995 Consumer Expenditure Survey in the US, Yen (2002) finds 
a positive relationship of education with secular giving, but no relationship with religious 
giving. This study used a sophisticated econometric model to take the simultaneity between 
religious and secular giving into account. The result suggests that the positive relationship 
between education and religious giving in other studies is due to omitted variables. 
Using data from a later edition of the same dataset but collapsing religious and secular 
giving, Brooks (2002) finds no relationship of education with the amount donated to charities 
in a tobit regression of data, controlling for income, wealth, age and welfare income.  
Field of education. Many studies report differences in donations between graduates in 
specific fields of education. Yet the picture emerging from these studies is far from clear. In 
the Netherlands, Bekkers and De Graaf (2006) find that graduates in social work and the 
social sciences, in agriculture and security donate higher amounts, controlling for a large 
number of variables. The finding on the higher amount donated by graduates in the social 
sciences is in line with results of a study of alumni giving to a small liberal arts college in the 
US, reported by Wunnava and Lauze (2001), who find that majors in social sciences give 
more. However, a study of alumni donations to two medium sized universities in the United 
Kingdom found that law graduates donated the highest amounts, and social science graduates 
gave the lowest amounts, along with graduates in education, medicine, and commerce 
(Belfield & Beney, 2000). These differences are not easily explained as the study included 
controls for a variety of potentially confounding variables such as gender, marital status, 
income, and solicitation.  
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Experiments conducted by economists among university students and professors in 
economics have typically found economists to give less than students and professors in other 
social sciences (Eckel, Grossman, & Johntson, 2005; B. Frank & Schulze, 2000; R. H. Frank, 
Gilovich, & Regan, 1993, 1996; Frey & Meier, 2004a, 2005; C. L. Smith & Ehrenberg, 2003). 
A study of giving to the social funds of the University of Zurich, Switzerland, (Frey & Meier, 
2004a, 2004b) found not only lower giving among current students in economics, but also 
among students in computer science, theology, law and natural science (compared with 
students in arts and medicine). It seems possible that students who selected a field of study 
that includes courses on price theory, bargaining and rational choice and professors who teach 
such courses might be less likely to donate money to a charity without getting some kind of 
reward in exchange. However, economics graduates seem to be different from economics 
students and professors. Bekkers and De Graaf (2006) find that economics graduates do not 
differ from other graduates in their donations to charities in the Netherlands. Another study on 
alumni giving to a major university in the Netherlands also found no differences between 
economics graduates and graduates in other fields (Bekkers, 2010a). Blumenfeld and Sartain 
(1974) further find that business school students and economics graduates are more likely to 
donate to their alma mater than other students. This result may reflect a better income position 
among economics and business school graduates as the study did not include a measure of 
income. Another study lacking an income measure also found higher giving by business and 
economics alumni (Okunade, Wunnava, & Walsh, 1994). In a study of alumni at Vanderbilt 
University, Marr, Mullin and Siegfried (2005) find that alumni with economics, mathematics 
and social science majors are more likely to contribute to their alma mater, while performing 
arts and science majors have a lower likelihood to make donations, controlling for income. In 
a study among young graduates of a selective group of private universities in the US, Monks 
(2003) finds that graduates with an MBA or law degree gave more to their alma mater than 
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those without an advanced degree, controlling for income. Monks also found that graduates 
with a major in fine arts or nursing give significantly less, while history majors give 
significantly more than humanities majors. Graduates with other majors (including business 
and management and social sciences) did not differ from humanities majors.  
In sum, the findings on differences between alumni in different fields of study are 
inconsistent and vary from study to study. Given the few nationally representative studies, it 
may be that differences in the effects of field of study on giving vary from university to 
university within and between countries.  
Cognitive ability. Persons with higher scores on a vocabulary test donate more 
(Bekkers, 2006a, 2006b; Bekkers & De Graaf, 2006; James, in press; Wiepking & Maas, 
2009a). A study of hypothetical measures of altruism also revealed a positive relationship 
between altruism and intelligence measured with an IQ test (Millet & Dewitte, 2007). A study 
of alumni contributions found that contributions increase with Grade Point Average (Marr, et 
al., 2005).  
The relationship between cognitive ability and philanthropy is puzzling and cannot 
easily be explained. Obviously cognitive ability and the level of education are highly 
correlated, but establishing the direction of causality is tricky. In spite of this problem, the 
available evidence clearly shows that the relationship between cognitive ability and giving 
persists when the level of education is kept constant. This suggests that the positive 
relationship between cognitive ability and giving is not the result of the higher level of 
completed education found among those with more cognitive ability. Speculative 
explanations may be that those with more verbal ability have a higher ability to cope with 
complex information or are more aware of social needs (Bekkers, 2006b). A finding 
supporting this interpretation is that students who view the world in more abstract terms were 
found to donate more often to the homeless (Levy, Freitas, & Salovey, 2002). However, this 
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study was conducted only among students in higher education. Research among a broader 
sample is needed to test whether greater awareness of need explains the relationship between 
cognitive ability and giving. 
Response bias. To some extent, the relationship found between education and giving 
may be an artefact resulting from imperfect methodologies. One study comparing self-
reported donations in two surveys showed that lower educated people are more likely to 
misunderstand survey questionnaires, and are more likely to forget about donations they have 
made in the past year (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2006). Another study, comparing self-reported 
donations to a major charity in the Netherlands with donations as registered by the 
organisation, found that higher educated persons are more likely to overestimate donations in 
the past year (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2010a). These results suggest that the strength of the 
positive relationship between the level of education and giving is overestimated when using 
self-reported survey data. Nonetheless, registered donations increased significantly with the 
level of education. This indicates that the relationship between the level of education and 
giving is not merely a methodological artefact or a response bias.  
Mechanisms. Why education matters for giving is far from settled. While some studies 
have directly investigated the mechanisms that may be involved, few studies have examined 
several mechanisms at once. This is unfortunate because it is likely that multiple mechanisms 
explain the relationship between education and giving. Such mechanisms could include 
awareness of need, solicitation, costs, and values. Figure 2 displays the likely relationships. 
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Figure 2. Mechanisms explaining the relationships between charitable giving and level of 
education  
Cognitive ability  Awareness of need   
     
  Solicitation: requests   
     
Level of education  Values: prosocial 
values 
 Amount donated 
     
  Efficacy: charitable 
confidence  
        
   -  
Income - Costs: tax price   
 
All displayed relationships are positive unless noted otherwise 
 
Awareness of need and the level of exposure to information about charitable causes to 
support are likely to be higher among those with higher cognitive ability and among the 
higher educated (Bekkers, 2006b). The number of requests for donations is also likely to be 
higher among the higher educated. Brown (2005) and Brown and Ferris (2007) find that 
higher education increases donations because it draws people into memberships. A likely 
explanation of this finding is that memberships entail higher levels of solicitations. In the 
Netherlands, Bekkers (2005a, 2005b) established that the strength of the association measured 
between the level of education and the amount donated to charitable causes diminished when 
the number of solicitations was controlled statistically, but that the association remained 
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sizeable. At least in the Netherlands exposure to a larger number of solicitations is not a 
complete explanation of the higher amounts donated by the more highly educated. 
In their study of US philanthropy, Brown and Ferris (2007) find that education and 
giving are related not only through memberships but also through generalized social trust. 
People who are more trusting of others are likely to have more confidence in charitable 
organisations, suggesting a role for the mechanism of efficacy. Analyses of the Giving in the 
Netherlands Panel Survey (Bekkers, 2006a; Schuyt, Smit, & Bekkers, 2004) show that higher 
education is related to giving to a variety of specific causes through generalized social trust 
and enhanced confidence in charitable organisations.  
In addition, the analyses of the Dutch data also suggest that higher verbal intelligence 
and income are variables that explain the higher amounts donated by the higher educated. 
Wiepking and Maas (2009b) even find that the effect of education on the total amount 
donated to charitable causes is completely mediated by higher verbal intelligence and higher 
income. While it is difficult to interpret the relationship between giving and verbal 
intelligence, the relationship with income seems less obscure. In countries with a progressive 
tax regime, citizens in higher income brackets face lower costs for giving when their 
donations are tax-deductable. In part II of this article we will discuss further the evidence on 
the relationship between income and giving. 
A final explanation of the relationship between the level of education and giving is 
through the values mechanism. A study in the Netherlands showed that the higher educated 
more strongly endorse social responsibility values than the lower educated (Schuyt, et al., 
2004). The same study showed that controlling for social responsibility diminished the 
relationship between the level of education and the amount donated.  
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3. Age 
The typical finding about the relationship of age with philanthropy in the literature is 
that it is positive (Alpizar, Carlsson, & Johansson-Stenman, 2008; Apinunmahakul & Devlin, 
2004; Auten, Cilke, & Randolph, 1992; Auten & Rudney, 1990; Banks & Tanner, 1999; 
Bekkers, 2003, 2006b; Bekkers & Schuyt, 2008; Bekkers & Wiepking, 2006; Belfield & 
Beney, 2000; Boskin & Feldstein, 1977; Bristol, 1990; Brooks, 2002; E. Brown & Lankford, 
1992; Bryant, et al., 2003; Carman, 2006; Carroll, et al., 2006; Chang, 2005; Choe & Jeong, 
1993; Chua & Wong, 1999; Clotfelter, 1980; Duquette, 1999; Eaton, 2001; Eckel & 
Grossman, 2003; Eckel, et al., 2005; Eschholz & Van Slyke, 2002; Farmer & Fedor, 2001; 
Feenberg, 1987; Feldstein & Taylor, 1976; Frey & Meier, 2004a, 2005; Greenwood, 1993; 
Hoge & Yang, 1994; Houston, 2006; Jones & Posnett, 1991a, 1991b; Kingma, 1989; 
Lankford & Wyckoff, 1991; List, 2004; Long, 2000; Lunn, et al., 2001; Lyons & Nivison-
Smith, 2006; Lyons & Passey, 2005; Matsunaga, 2006; McClelland & Kokoski, 1994; Mesch, 
et al., 2006; Midlarsky & Hannah, 1989; Okunade, et al., 1994; Pharoah & Tanner, 1997; 
Reece & Zieschang, 1985; Reed & Selbee, 2002; Regnerus, et al., 1998; Rooney, Mesch, 
Chin, & Steinberg, 2005; Tiehen, 2001; Todd & Lawson, 1999; Weerts & Ronca, 2007; 
Wunnava & Lauze, 2001; Yamauchi & Yokoyama, 2005; Yavas, et al., 1981).  
The majority of studies that have tested for quadratic trends find that the age 
relationship decreases at higher age (Auten, et al., 1992; Belfield & Beney, 2000; E. Brown & 
Lankford, 1992; Bryant, et al., 2003; Chang, 2005; Clotfelter, 1980; Glenday, Gupta, & 
Pawlak, 1986; Lunn, et al., 2001; Lyons & Nivison-Smith, 2006; Okunade, et al., 1994; 
Putnam, 2000; Simmons & Emanuele, 2004; Tiehen, 2001; Wunnava & Lauze, 2001; Zech, 
2000).  
While the exact age at which the age gradient becomes weaker varies from study to 
study, it tends to be after the age of 65. Auten and Joulfaian (1996) find that donations are 
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higher among those aged 40-84 than among those younger or older. Andreoni (2001) and 
Hodgkinson and Weitzman (1996) find a positive relationship until age 75, after which a 
decrease is observed. Belfield & Beney (2000), Danesvary and Luksetich (1997), Landry, 
Lange, Price and Rupp (2006), Midlarsky and Hannah (1989) and Wu, Huang and Kao (2004) 
find a decrease in giving after the age of 65. In a study with a large proportion of respondents 
over 65, Schlegelmilch et al. (1997) found a negative relationship between age and the 
likelihood of giving to charity. Brown and Lankford (1992) find an increase of donations with 
age that levels off after 45. In contrast to these results, Randolph (1995) finds that giving 
increases with age, at an increasing rate for those over 40; a discrepancy that may be 
explained by the fact that Randolph did not include variables for the number of children and 
marital status other than marriage.  
An early study by Feldstein and Clotfelter (1976) found no significant age differences 
in the amount donated. A later study had the same result, controlling for a large number of 
background and context characteristics (Schiff, 1990). Rooney, Steinberg, and Schervish 
(2001) do not find a significant relationship between age and charitable giving in analyses 
including income, tax itemization status, minority status, sharing a household, education and 
gender. Feldman (2007) found no relationship of age with the likelihood of making donations 
in a study including a wide variety of control variables. Taken together, the results of these 
studies suggest that the relationship of age with giving is due in part to other variables 
correlated with age, such as religion, marital status, and income.  
Specific populations. Three studies that focused on specific populations found no age 
differences in giving. Age was not related to giving in a study on giving in Indonesia (Okten 
& Osili, 2004) and in a study of business school alumni giving in the U.S. (Okunade & Berl, 
1997). Similarly, Park and Park (2004) found no relationship between age and donations in 
Korea.  
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Age differences interact with gender and income. There seem to be gender differences 
in the relationship between age and giving. Duncan (1999) found a significant age 
relationship for wives though not for husbands. A similar gender difference was found in a 
study of religious contributions (Sullivan, 1985). Daneshvary and Luksetich (1997) find that 
age differences vary by income: at higher income levels, giving does not decline after the age 
of 65. 
Specific types of giving. Religious giving seems to be more strongly related to age than 
secular giving is. Reece (1979) and Hrung (2004) find a significantly positive relationship 
between age and religious giving, but not with other giving. Yen (2002) finds and a positive 
relationship of age with giving to religion and ‘charity’, but not to ‘other organisations’. In 
contrast to these findings, however, Brown and Ferris (2007) find a positive but declining 
relationship between age and the amount donated to secular causes, but only a positive 
relationship of age with giving to religious organisations at higher ages. Several studies of 
giving to specific types of secular causes found no age differences. This is the case for 
donations to human services (Marx, 2000), to panhandlers (Lee & Farrell, 2003) and to 
professional societies, recreational organisations, and women’s organisations (Knoke, 1990).  
Wiepking (2006) finds a positive relationship between age and donations to 
organisations that use appeal letters as a fundraising method in the Netherlands. In contrast, 
she also finds that older people have a lower probability of donating to organisations that 
solicited donations by means of door-to-door collections. This is likely due to the inclination 
of older people not to answer the door during evenings (Wiepking, 2010). 
Mechanisms. Why age is related to giving is unclear. Generally speaking, age 
differences can be due to life-cycle effects or cohort effects, that is, the stage of one’s life or 
the generation to which one belongs (Alwin & Krosnick, 1991). In a single set of cross-
sectional data, individuals with a higher age are born earlier and have lived longer. To 
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disentangle life-cycle and cohort effects, a set of repeated cross-sectional surveys is required. 
Using such data, Wilhelm, Rooney and Tempel (2007) show that age differences in giving are 
a function of both life-cycle effects and cohort differences. 
Both life-cycle effects and cohort differences often boil down to arguments about 
omitted variables. Age differences could simply be due to differences in variables correlated 
with age, such as income and religious involvement. An obvious life-cycle explanation is that 
disposable income increases with age. However, the age relationship persists in many studies 
controlling for income. Another factor to consider is religion. Olson and Caddell (1994) and 
Bekkers and Schuyt (2008) find that the relationship with age diminishes once church 
attendance is controlled. This finding suggests that older people give more because their level 
of religious involvement is higher. Yet the age relationship does not disappear completely 
when religious involvement is controlled, indicating that other mechanisms play a role as 
well.  
The mechanism of altruism may explain the life-cycle effect of age in a different way. 
The result found in Auten and Joulfaian (1996) that the age differences decline when 
children’s income is controlled suggests that older people donate more when they are less 
concerned about their children’s financial future. The shift from benefiting children to 
donating to charitable causes may indicate a generic desire to contribute to the well-being of 
others. The elderly may be more responsive to the needs of others because their children’s 
needs are met. The ageing of the population in times of increasing wealth and decreasing 
numbers of children per family may constitute a promising fundraising future for charitable 
organisations.  
Another life cycle-explanation for the increase of giving with age is that in old age 
people are closer to the end of their lives. An experiment showed that reminding students 
about death leads them to give more to a charity (Jonas, Schimel, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 
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2002). Mortality salience may increase the psychological benefits of giving. No research to 
date however has explored this mechanism.  
Cohort explanations for the age differences in giving have received less attention in 
the literature. Wilhelm, Rooney and Tempel (2007) show that generational differences in 
religious involvement explain the lower than expected giving by baby boomers. This finding 
is all the more interesting because younger generations on average have higher levels of 
education. Given the positive relationship between the level of education and charitable 
giving one would expect younger cohorts to give more than older cohorts, rather than less. 
Because the Wilhelm, Rooney and Tempel (2007) analysis did not include an education 
variable it is difficult to evaluate the effect of changes in average education. Of course it is 
possible that the lower religious involvement of younger cohorts had not had an even more 
negative effect if the younger cohorts had not had higher levels of education. Strictly speaking 
we can only conclude that the increase in education has not compensated for the negative 
effect of lower religious involvement among younger cohorts.  
 
4. Socialization 
While relatively few studies have looked at the influence of parental background on 
giving, it is likely that parental characteristics affect children’s giving behaviour.  
Parental education, income and family stability. Material circumstances in the family 
of origin affect many child outcomes, including religiosity, education, income and health and 
longevity. As these variables are all predictive of giving, it is likely that positive material 
conditions in childhood are correlated with higher giving in adulthood. Indeed the level of 
parental education was found to be positively related to the amount donated in the 
Netherlands (Bekkers, 2005a). Conversely, a US study found that low income and family 
instability in childhood was related to lower giving in adulthood (Bandy & Wilhelm, 2007). 
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Two studies on alumni contributions show that current parental income (Marr, et al., 2005) 
and current parental church attendance (Lunn, et al., 2001) increase giving. 
Religious socialization. Simmons and Emanuele (2004) find that people brought up in 
a religious household give higher amounts. While this result is difficult to interpret as a 
socialization effect because the analysis did not contain a measure of current religiosity, a 
study including such a measure and a variety of other controls does provide evidence for a 
religious socialization effect (Bekkers, 2005a).  
The effect of religious socialization does not extend to all types of giving. Regnerus, 
Smith and Sikkink (1998) find that the importance of religion in one’s family of youth is not 
positively related to donating to organisations that help the poor and the needy once current 
church attendance and importance of religious faith are controlled. Hoge and Yang (1994) 
find that having attended religious Sunday School is associated with higher religious giving 
among Catholics, but not among Protestants. In more extensive regression models the 
relationship has been found to disappear once salience of religion, private religious practices 
and current church attendance are included. This result suggests that religious socialization 
influences current religious giving through current religiosity. In their study among 
Presbyterians, Lunn, Klay and Douglas (2001) find that the frequency of parents’ church 
attendance when the respondent was a teenager is positively related to religious giving in a 
regression analysis including personal and spousal religious affiliation, personal church 
attendance and theological beliefs. Parental church attendance was not related to non-religious 
giving. Using data from the 1974 National Survey of Philanthropy, a representative sample of 
US citizens, Schiff (1990) comes to a similar conclusion.  
In the study by Lunn, Klay & Douglass, being raised in the Presbyterian church was 
associated with less religious giving but there was no relationship with secular giving. This 
result may be explained as a selection effect. Among those who were not raised in the church, 
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some were converted at a later age. It is likely that these individuals are prepared to donate 
substantially to the church; otherwise they would have chosen not to become a member. 
Parental modeling. Giving is a form of prosocial behaviour that is often encouraged 
by parents: many people recollect that their parents taught them the value of helping others by 
volunteering themselves (Independent-Sector, 2000). A study in the U.S. including a wide 
variety of controls (Wilhelm, et al., 2008) finds that concurrent giving by parents and children 
are significantly correlated. Because parental giving behaviour in the past may be difficult for 
people to remember, most studies have sought to test parental modelling effects through 
questions on parental volunteering. While parental volunteering was found to be related to the 
likelihood of donating in one US study (Feldman, 2007), it was not found to be related in 
another (Bryant, et al., 2003). In the Netherlands, volunteering by parents in respondents’ 
childhood was found to be associated with current giving, even when a wide variety of 
controls were included (Bekkers, 2005a). Parental volunteering was not related to the 
proportion of income donated (Schervish & Havens, 1997) when other correlates of giving 
were included.  
Youth participation. A simple analysis by the Independent Sector (2000) comparing 
mean values reveals that adults in the US who report activity in voluntary associations when 
they were teenagers give more as adults. Feldman (2007) finds that this bivariate association 
holds when numerous controls are included. Using data from the Giving in the Netherlands 
Panel Study among adults in the Netherlands, Bekkers (2005a) reaches a similar finding. The 
study also reveals that youth participation is one of the channels through which parental 
background affects giving by children. Children of higher educated parents, children of 
parents who are more strongly involved in religion and children of parents who volunteered 
themselves when their children were young are giving higher amounts as adults because these 
children are more likely to be engaged in voluntary associations.  
Figure 3. Mechanisms explaining the relationships between socialization characteristics and giving 
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Mechanisms. The preceding discussion shows that socialization characteristics such as 
a religious upbringing, parental education and material circumstances, parental volunteering 
and youth membership are interconnected and likely to be related. Figure 3 summarizes these 
connections. In addition, the figure shows the mechanisms that are likely to explain the 
relationship between youth membership, parental volunteering and giving. Youth 
participation strengthens the social bonds of children in a community, making them accessible 
for nonprofit organisations. One study that explicitly measured this mechanism shows that 
youth participation is associated with current giving through solicitations for contributions 
(Bekkers, 2005a). The same study showed that respondents who reported memberships of 
youth organizations more strongly endorsed prosocial values such as social responsibility and 
altruistic values. Controlling for the presence of these values reduced the magnitude of the 
relationship between youth memberships and current giving. Solicitation and values are thus 
likely to be important mechanisms establishing a link between youth participation and 
philanthropy. 
Encouragement to engage in philanthropy by parents – either by deeds or by preaching – 
yields social pressure on children to engage. As a result, children may engage in philanthropy 
because of reputational concerns. A second mechanism through which the parental example 
affects giving by their children is through values. Parental encouragement may result in the 
internalization of prosocial values (Eisenberg, 2000), leading to philanthropy. A third 
mechanism is solicitation: children of parents who volunteered in the past receive higher 
numbers of solicitations for charitable contributions (Bekkers, 2005a). A fourth mechanism 
potentially linking parental volunteering to giving is the psychological benefit associated with 
giving. Children of parents who volunteered are more likely to view giving to others as an 
important goal in their lives. For them living up to that goal is likely to produce a sense of 
satisfaction. To date, however, no study has tested this possibility. 
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 Discussion 
The interest in research on ‘who gives’ is often motivated by the goal of attracting or 
retaining donors. Fundraisers can use knowledge on ‘who gives’ to create donor profiles in 
order to target campaigns at those who are most likely to give and/or who will give higher 
amounts. Fundraisers and policy makers can also use this type of knowledge to understand 
trends and predict future changes in the size and nature of philanthropy. When using 
knowledge on ‘who gives’ for these purposes, two warnings should be put in place. First, the 
majority of studies analyse donations without controlling for the number of solicitations 
received. Knowing that religious people give more than non-religious people does not 
necessarily imply that religious people are more likely to respond positively to an additional 
solicitation for donations. In fact, several studies show that when solicitation is kept constant, 
religious people are not more likely to donate to secular organisations than non-religious 
people (Bekkers, 2007, 2010b; Eckel & Grossman, 2004). Increasing the number of 
solicitations among religious people may therefore be cost-inefficient. Moreover, growing 
donor irritation with the number of fundraising approaches may lower donations in the future. 
Also, in most studies, cross-sectional data is used to establish the predictors of 
charitable giving. Strictly speaking, no conclusions can be drawn from cross-sectional data on 
the causality of the relationship between predictors, such as religious beliefs and the level of 
education, and charitable giving. For causal inferences either experiments or longitudinal data 
and appropriate statistical models are needed. As far as we know, there are only two publicly 
available longitudinal datasets that include measures of charitable giving: the US Centre on 
Philanthropy Panel Study, a supplement to the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID-
COPPS, 2001-2007) and the Dutch Giving in the Netherlands Panel Study (GINPS, 2001-
2007). The two datasets have different strengths. COPPS has high quality wealth and income 
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data, has a high response rate, and can be linked to other PSID modules such as the Child 
Development Supplement (Wilhelm, 2006). GINPS, in contrast, includes measures for several 
of the mechanisms that drive philanthropy, such as solicitation, social values, and efficacy 
(Bekkers & Schuyt, 2008). We think considerable progress in the study of philanthropy can 
be made by analyzing these two panel datasets and by creating more panel data for other 
countries. We applaud the initiatives of researchers in Austria and South Korea who have 
recently taken such steps, and we hope many other researchers will follow. 
 
Limitations 
As the above discussions about mechanisms show, most of the knowledge on who 
gives what is of limited value to scholars who want to test causal theories about determinants 
of philanthropy or to fundraisers who wonder how they should design successful fundraising 
campaigns. Few studies have included measures of the mechanisms that may explain 
relationships between predictors and charitable giving. Without these measures, we are often 
left with several possible explanations that are not mutually exclusive. As a result, we have a 
lot of descriptive knowledge about who gives what but we have very little knowledge about 
why some people give more than others. We urge our colleagues to advance the state of 
research on philanthropy by testing the mechanisms explaining relationships of socio-
demographic characteristics with philanthropy. Including measures of mechanisms in new 
data collection exercises will enable future researchers to better understand why some people 
give more than others. 
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